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ABSTRACT

Cracks in the Bathroom Stall: A Discourse Analysis on Transgender Bathroom Usage at Garden
Spot High School
by
Kirsten Danae Corneilson

Advisor: Sherry Deckman

In recent years, high schools across the country have seen the concern around transgender
students using gendered facilities, such as bathrooms and locker rooms, come to the forefront.
Often, dissenters raise worries of privacy and of “catering to a minority,” no matter what
decision is reached. At Garden Spot High School in New Holland, Pennsylvania, the site of this
research, one such concern has led to a district-wide decision to eliminate gendered facilities and
move to single-use facilities, in the name of preserving student privacy. Through the examination
of historical precedent and discourse analysis, this paper examines how transgender surveillance
serves as a source of anxiety for transgender students and for the cisgender members of society
around them as these debates are taken up. By positioning trans students as suspicious and in
need of hyper-regulation, undue surveillance disrupts any chance of privacy for all students.
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Introduction
On June 28, 1969, a police raid of Christopher Street’s Stonewall Inn became a riot, as
patrons in the club refused to cooperate with the unjust laws regulating how they lived their
lives. Exactly 50 years later, this same site commemorating the resistance of transgender (term
clarification to follow) women of color saw a crowd boo a Black trans woman off the stage as
she highlighted the continued marginalization of her community, even threatening to call the
police on her when she refused to give up her voice (Chisolm). In the half century since the
Stonewall Riots put transgender issues into the mainstream consciousness, the community has
seen an increase in visibility, rights, and protections under the law. These changes have been
hard won over the years, but even after 50 years (not to mention the long history of trans
existence before Stonewall), transgender lives are still fraught with obstacles, even in these same
spaces. From struggles to have gender markers changed on identification documents to
harassment by police, there are a number of hurdles transgender people must overcome to exist
safely in public.
These hurdles are seen clearly in the continued legislation regulating transgender
existence. In October 2019, the Supreme Court began discussion on whether queer and
transgender people are protected from workplace discrimination by the Civil Rights Act (Al
Jazeera). Several states have begun the process of banning conversion therapy, which seeks to
make transgender and queer people become cisgender and straight, while other states hold on
tightly to the practice (“Conversion Therapy”). Perhaps most famously, debates around which
bathroom a trans person should use received national media attention with the introduction of
House Bill 2 in North Carolina (McLoughlin). Similar bills followed in several other states. On a
more local governmental level, schools throughout the country have faced similar concerns
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around the appropriate places for their transgender students to change clothes, shower, and
relieve themselves. As of 2017, “nearly half of the states” had seen a lawsuit at the federal level
regarding students’ rights to bathroom access, which has led to inconsistent precedents and everevolving laws (Philips). Even in cases where no lawsuit has yet been filed, discussions exist at
the school district level around this issue, with community members on each side of the debate
raising their voices to promote their views.
In New Holland, Pennsylvania, located in Lancaster County, the Eastern Lancaster
County School District is facing one such debate. At the district’s only high school, Garden Spot
High School, a transgender student has been at the center of a months-long conversation
regarding transgender students’ facility usage. The student, who was assigned female at birth,
began the 2018-2019 school year using male facilities, such as the men’s bathroom and the
men’s locker rooms during gym class. After several parents expressed concern about their
children’s safety regarding this student’s facility usage, the school board began discussing
potential policy solutions to best serve the entire population of Garden Spot.
This debate was brought to my attention through social media, where I saw people I
personally knew discussing the issue publicly. As an alum of Garden Spot myself, that this
question had even been taken up into such a debate was surprising to me. Less shocking was the
backlash against this student, with former students and parents of current students taking to
social media to speak against this student. Mentions of rights and legality were abundant, and the
threat of lawsuit seemed to hang above the heads of all involved.
Though I did not publicly make any statement during the time of these debates, I was
fascinated by the patterns I found in the discourse and decided to look further and deeper into the
conversation. While I did not identify as trans during high school, I am a nonbinary trans person
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and alum of Garden Spot. I find positioning myself as having been “cisgender” during high
school and reflecting on these events from my current transgender perspective as being useful. I
believe my unique positionality allows for a broader understanding of gender experiences within
the school setting, particularly where bathrooms, locker rooms, and other gendered facilities are
concerned. While I do not know the unnamed transgender boy at the center of the ongoing
discussions, I did attend school with students who then identified as trans or would later begin to
identify as trans, and my observation of these students while at Garden Spot allows me some
awareness of trans experiences at this school, despite not claiming that identity in my time there.
Through my analysis of discourse surrounding Garden Spot’s particular case, I
recognized the same patterns of surveillance that have been present around transgender lives
since Stonewall and before. These discourses, not only of Garden Spot’s student, but of trans
people in public across the United State, are the manifestation of a societal tendency toward
transgender surveillance, in contrast to privacy, which is a cisgender privilege. Society’s need to
surveille transgender people leads to the creation of a transgender spectacle—typically perceived
to be a threat to social order—who is simultaneously capable of disruption to the individual and
to society, while also being an insignificant enough portion of the population that their needs and
feelings may be dismissed with little regard.
In this thesis, I use the example of Garden Spot to illuminate a pattern of transgender
surveillance used to regulate transgender people and maintain their social position as subaltern
citizens. Through legislation and discourse, I observe that transgender people are criminalized
through their very existence, and their subjection to increased surveillance is both cause and
effect of this over-criminalization. In the over-surveillance of transgender people, they are
positioned as “other,” believed to be a threat to non-transgender people, while being themselves
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victimized by the scrutiny of the debate around their existence. By focusing on the case of my
high school, I hope to broaden the field of transgender surveillance studies to include additional
discussion on transgender students in schools being made into a spectacle over their need to use
facilities, just as any of their cisgender classmates do without event.
Terminology
In the 50 years since Stonewall, and indeed long before, the naming of gender nonconforming people has been complicated and widely debated. Asking any given person for a
comfortable way to describe the entire population of people whose gender do not entirely align
with their sex assigned at birth, and every person will likely have a slightly different answer.
Jack Halberstam, in Trans*, notes that “Naming… is a powerful activity” (3). Indeed, I find the
task of putting to words who is or is not included in these categories—or even what to call the
categories—a nearly impossible feat. I do not feel I hold the power necessarily to dictate such a
thing, nor do I feel anyone has the power to tell another person whether they are or are not
experiencing a particular gender description. For this reason, I choose not to offer an overarching
definition of who is transgender versus who is cisgender. Halberstam chooses to use the term
“trans*” because it “open[s] the term up to unfolding categories of being organized around but
not confined to forms of gender variance” (4). His usage of the asterisk in the term is important
for him, but for my own praxis, I find the terms trans and transgender to do this same work of
“make[ing] trans* people the authors of their own categorization” (Halberstam 4). I believe there
is tremendous power in self-definition, and I do not wish to take that away from anyone.
All this to say, there are perhaps dozens of terms for the people I choose to refer to as
trans or transgender in this paper. I have chosen these terms both for their recognition within
society and for simplicity. I intend for these two terms to work interchangeably, and for them to
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include all people who feel they are described by the terms in any of their many definitions. I
believe the wide usage of these terms in both professional and casual settings as made them
legible to most people who may by some incident be reading this paper. I believe this legibility
makes these terms the most accessible to the most people.
Oppositional to trans and transgender is cis/cisgender, which I use as a category to
include all people who are not trans/transgender. In the same way, I choose the initialism
LGBTQ and the term queer to describe all people who do not define themselves as cisgender and
heterosexual. In most instances, I use these terms interchangeably, while acknowledging that
there are heterosexual transgender people who may not identify with all connotations of “queer.”
Additionally, I acknowledge the pain felt by many in the community who have been hurt by the
word queer being used against them. I choose to reclaim the term and use its indefinability as a
powerful potential to include those who may be excluded by initialisms, including LGBTQ,
which I use as inclusive of identities perhaps not named in the initialism itself.
Ultimately, my usage of terminology is not to define any person or group in a particular
way, but rather to make legible the different life experiences felt by certain people. In the case at
Garden Spot, the transgender student’s experiences are defined by his transgender status. Those
who are not transgender and speak about the situation recognize themselves as being nottransgender, even if they do not use the word cisgender to describe themselves. This case is not
concerned with the particular label any student or person uses, but with the experience of a
gender identity that is not congruent with sex assigned at birth, or with one that is congruent.
Trans people reading this paper will recognize themselves in the experiences of those I call trans,
and cis/cisgender people will recognize that this category does not include them. Like all
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binaries, the transgender/cisgender binary is flawed, but for the sake of this paper, they will be
treated as distinct.
Transgender Surveillance
The Cambridge Dictionary defines ‘surveillance’ as
the act of watching a person or a place, esp. a person believed to be involved with
criminal activity or a place where criminals gather; the careful watching of a
person or place, especially by the police or army, because of a crime that has
happened or is expected.
I argue that this word is effective in describing the relationship between the transgender and the
non-transgender populations within society, with trans people being those surveilled and nontrans (cis) people those who surveille. By merit of their transgender status, trans people
immediately become suspect of perversion, deception, and criminal activity. Many of these
stereotypic assumptions about transgender people are most evident in cisgender individuals’
personal prejudices; however, institutional discrimination due to the supposed criminality of
transgender people is visible in the ways that trans people are scrutinized, while genderconforming cisgender folks do not face the same scrutiny in the same institutions.
In her book Terrorizing Gender, Mia Fischer analyzes three case studies exploring
institutions which over-surveille transgender people. She locates, in particular, the military, the
border/airports, and policed streets as sites in which transgender surveillance is especially
palpable. Through her observation into these sites, she identifies “frequent stop-and-frisk
searches, tightened ID laws, full-body scanners at airports, the denial of access to public
restrooms, and placement in gender-inappropriate facilities within the prison industrial complex”
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as some of the many policies which criminalize transgender existence and increase surveillance
on transgender people (Fischer 19).
Visibility and Representation
Societal visibility and representation of transgender people have a cyclical effect on
transgender surveillance. While trans people have always been surveilled and policed in their
gender, trans issues becoming more mainstream leads to new representations of trans people in
the news and other media, which is not always a positive thing. Addressing the 2016
commencement crowd at Hampshire College, activist and filmmaker Reina Gossett reflected on
institutions that make some attempt to be more friendly to minoritized groups. Of their attempts,
Gossett states, “visibility and representation within institutions doesn’t get to the root causes of
these harms…Just because we’re being seen, doesn’t mean we’re any safer. hypervisibility
endangers us, representation is a trap” (“Commencement”). Indeed, the transgender student
being visible at Garden Spot is not protected by this visibility, but rather his visibility enables his
classmates and the public to single him out for derision.
Additionally, representations in the media create and perpetuate dangerous stereotypes of
transgender people, such as crime shows depicting trans women as prostitutes or murderers
(Fischer 155). Not only are these representations damaging and policing for a transgender
viewer, but they create for cisgender people a reason for suspicion upon seeing a transgender
person in public. As Mia Fischer describes in Terrorizing Gender, “Because media actively
(re)produce meaning and not merely reflect it, these problematic visual representations of trans
women are instrumental in upholding dominant understandings of trans criminality” (155).
Cyclically, these warped representations of transgender people make it dangerous for
trans people to be legibly trans. Being marked ‘trans’ is to be marked criminal, suspicious,
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perverted. It is these same issues of being visible that “socially den[y] interiority and forms of
reserve, privacy, and respect enjoyed by nontrans people” to transgender people (Armstrong
624). Invisibility and ignorance does not progress the cause of transgender rights, certainly.
However, to be visible is a new kind of danger and invasion; to put a name to transgender issues
does not solve them.
It is important to also note that anti-trans biases do not only impact trans people, but
gender nonconforming people who may not identify as trans, such as LGB/queer people,
masculine cis women, or feminine cis men as well. However, in the interest of this paper,
transgender peoples’ experiences will be centered as unique from non-transgender experiences,
not to erase these other valid experiences, but to keep focus on transgender surveillance as a
phenomenon, and acknowledging that many of these experiences of non-transgender gender
nonconforming people stem from society’s transphobia. Additionally, the experiences of
transgender people vary along other axes of identity, such as race and class, with Black trans
women being particularly at risk of violence (HRC). A more intersectional analysis of
transgender surveillance is critically valuable, but is not presently in the scope of this paper.
Sites of Surveillance
Transgender surveillance is not a field of my own creation; scholars have been examining
the over-policing and undue suspicion of trans people for decades. Current research demonstrates
several locations with concrete evidence of transgender surveillance. Three sites that have been
studied at length by transgender scholars include airports, the justice system, and public
restrooms. To further illustrate transgender surveillance, I look to this prior research to illuminate
my own inquiry into Garden Spot High School.
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Airports
Fischer’s examples of locations of transgender surveillance are typical within the
literature on transgender surveillance at present. Airports have been studied as a site of
transgender surveillance, particularly in the wake of 9/11 and the resultant increased security in
these sites. Flying while trans can be a difficult situation to maneuver, especially navigating the
“confusion that erupts at the airport when TSA officials perceive a conflict between the gender
marked on one’s papers, the image of one’s body produced by a machine, and/or an individual’s
perceived gender presentation” (Currah and Mulqueen 558). Fears that terrorists will modify
their bodies or falsify documents in order to stealthily commit terroristic acts causes the
transgender body to be rendered suspicious, leading to invasive searches and questioning that can
be traumatizing for the trans person (Currah and Mulqueen 562). Caught in a double bind of
sorts, trans people must decide between presenting how they are most comfortable or changing
their appearance to come off as less suspicious to TSA agents in the airport. Despite these best
efforts, however, trans people are still frequently harassed and made uncomfortable in airport
settings (Wilcox 116).
Fischer notes that “the security state explicitly links non-normativity with its construction
of terrorist behavior,” identifying that people exhibiting “‘stress,’ ‘fear,’ ‘deception,’
‘nonnormative gender presentation and attributes, such as “appears to be in disguise” and
“change in voice, pitch, rate, volume, choice of words, dry mouth”’” (163-164) may be terrorism
risks. However, these are also realities for transgender people living their day to day lives; one’s
gender identity may not align with one’s appearance, voice, or sex, and a total stranger unaware
of one’s transgender status attempting to make judgements about one’s gender is often a cause of
tremendous stress.
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Not only does this singling out of trans people make the trans person themselves
embarrassed and uncomfortable, however, but it also signals to those nearby that the person is a
potential threat, which perpetuates this apparent necessity to surveille trans existence. Those who
fail to “pass” as cisgender and gender-conforming are positioned here as a threat, pointed out for
all those around to see and internalize. Terrorism and queerness have been socially linked in the
United States both in discourses on queer people (such as same-sex marriage supposedly
disrupting social fabric, or the blame placed on queer people for the AIDS crisis) and on
terrorists (such as the hypothetical cross-dressing suicide bomber who performs as a woman to
evade scrutiny) (see Puar “Queer Assemblages”). These discourses perpetuate the fear of queer
people as a dangerous other, who are not to be trusted. In the wake of 9/11 and the subsequent
increase in airport security, transgender people who may not be definitively marked as one
binary gender or the other are perceived as deliberately hiding something, which presents a red
flag to a security state concerned with tracking identities as a means of terrorism prevention
(Fischer 164).
The Justice System
Similarly, the justice system tends to target transgender people as being particularly
suspicious and perpetuates surveillance against them in several ways. Stereotyping, such as the
assumption that a trans person in the streets is more likely to be a sex worker soliciting for work
than a cisgender person is, leads to over-policing of the transgender population (Daum 578). By
policing the simple act of “walking while trans,” police work to remove trans people from public
spaces and reinforce cisnormativity (Daum 573). Because trans people are viewed as suspicious,
this act of surveillance and resultant policing turns the “visibly trans” person into a spectacle,
encouraging other trans people to hide, and perpetuating stereotypes to non-trans people that a
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trans person is a threat or a criminal. Transgender people’s over-policing is evident in the
numbers; 16 percent of transgender adults have been to jail and/or prison, whereas only 2.7
percent of non-transgender adults have been (Marksamer and Tobin 5). These numbers come as
both a result of and a cause of transgender surveillance; it becomes a self-fulfilling prophesy that
transgender people are criminal and in need of punishment. Discussing minoritized populations,
Lisa Cacho notes that “As targets of regulation and containment, they are deemed deserving of a
discipline and punishment but not worthy of protection. They are not merely excluded from legal
protection but criminalized as always already the object and target of law, never its authors or
addressees” (5). Transgender people are visibilized and victimized by laws that may be meant to
protect them (such as anti-sex trafficking laws or hate crime legislation), and their exclusion
from the law process in any role besides (accused) criminal perpetuates this pattern.
Public Restrooms
In much the same manner, trans people using public bathrooms face the judgement and
suspicion of their cisgender peers simply for existing. While there has been no report in the
United States of a transgender person committing any sort of harassment in a public bathroom,
nor of a cisgender voyeur crossdressing to harass others in a different sex bathroom (Maza),
conservative, transphobic politicians and general members of the population have perpetuated
the myth that a trans person using their chosen bathroom will lead to problems. As the
transgender body is viewed as criminal, perverted, and dangerous, so too is having a transgender
person in a place that is as intimate and personal as a public bathroom. Again, while there are no
reported incidents of transgender people behaving inappropriately in the bathrooms (Williams),
discourse on the subject has led to false news stories—such as KRBC News’s story on a
transgender woman arrested for taking photos of underage girls in a Target bathroom (KRBC)—
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which only perpetuate this myth. These rumors and falsely reported incidents contributed and
continue to contribute to violence against people of all genders, including those who are not
transgender themselves (McNamara), all in the name of protecting this sacred, private place that
is a public bathroom, from the supposed threat of a transgender person trying to relieve
themselves.
These few examples cannot fully encapsulate all situations and locations of transgender
surveillance, but serve to illustrate the widespread and varied appearances of the discrimination
transgender people face in the public sphere. This societal prejudice has a long history that
cannot be fully outlined in the paper, but which has ultimately led to the particular state that
transgender rights and quality of life are in at the time of this paper’s writing.
The evidence is there of transgender surveillance in school, as well, though research on
this subject is limited. In my searching, I was not able to find peer reviewed journal articles or
similar scholarly work on the subject. However, my searches did turn up information from
LGBTQ surveys which mention transgender students feeling surveilled in schools. In the
GLSEN 2017 School Climate Survey, 44.6% of LGBTQ student respondents reported feeling
unsafe at school because of their gender expression, and 35.0% because of their gender. 87.4%
of respondents had heard slurs or other negative language used about transgender people, and
62.2% reported discriminatory policies or practices used by their school against LGBTQ people
(GLSEN xix). Much of this discrimination is targeted against transgender students; in this
survey,
42.1% of transgender and gender nonconforming students had been prevented
from using their preferred name or pronoun.
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46.5% of transgender and gender nonconforming students had been required to
use a bathroom of their legal sex. 43.6% of transgender and gender
nonconforming students had been required to use a locker room of their legal sex.
(GLSEN xx)
Importantly, the survey noted that “transgender students reported more hostile school
experiences than LGBQ cisgender students” (GLSEN xxvi). This difference in environment for
transgender students leads to evidence of transgender surveillance within schools.
The Case of Garden Spot High School
Garden Spot High School is the only high school in the Eastern Lancaster County
(abbreviated often as ELANCO) School District. As of February 18, 2020, all Google search
results for “Garden Spot Transgender” relevant to this school district refer to the incidents briefly
outlined in the introduction of this paper. This indicates that there was not much discussion about
trans people living in this area prior to recent events, though of course this does not mean they
were not present. In the 2013-2014 school year, Garden Spot’s first Gay-Straight Alliance was
formed; however, the only Google search result about this club is a now-defunct Instagram page
from 2016 which contains two posts—a logo, and a group of students drawing posters for the
organization. The club is not listed on the high school’s list of clubs and organizations, and it is
unclear whether it is still holding regular meetings. On a wider level, the seat of the county, the
City of Lancaster, has held a Pride festival since 2006.
While there is little written or shared about the transgender population of Lancaster
county or of Garden Spot High School more specifically, the silence is in itself a narrative with
significance. During my senior year of high school, I was a founding member of the GayStraight Alliance. This alone was a feat; after years of seeing and hearing homophobic and

13

transphobic words and actions against both teachers and students, to know the administration
would allow an organization like this surprised me tremendously. In years prior, when I had had
the chance to meet students from other schools in the county, I had been shocked that there were
places in the area where this was possible. At Garden Spot, members of the organization
gathered weekly for the 2013-2014 school year to enjoy time with others like them as well as
like-minded allies to the LGBTQ community. Students and faculty alike shared, on occasion,
stories of micro- and macro-aggressions done against them within the school by other students,
staff, or faculty members. While the club meetings were comfortable spaces for myself and my
friends, the school at large felt against us, in many ways. There was a virulent backlash from
students, including vandalization of posters that nearly led to the organization being banned from
hanging any posters, despite all previous posters being approved by the administration before
being put up in the first place.
The quiet prejudices displayed by students are difficult to substantiate quantitatively
without more available surveys or other research on the subject. However, the conservativism of
the county is easier to measure in this way. In elected government positions, Lancaster county is
represented by: 1 Republican and 1 Democrat in the US Senate; a Republican in the US House, 2
Republicans in the Pennsylvania Senate; 6 Republicans and 1 Democrat in the Pennsylvania
House (“Lancaster”). There are 2 Republicans and 1 Democrat in Commissioner positions, and
all Row Officers are Republican (“Lancaster”). While the Republican party does not necessarily
hold a monopoly on transphobia, and while not all Republicans must be transphobic, it is fair to
say that most anti-trans legislation is brought to the table by conservative party members—such
as House Bill 2 in North Carolina, which was backed by all voting Republicans in the House and
Senate, as well as being signed into law by the Republican governor (“Eleven House Dems”).
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Where other information on transphobia is unavailable, to substantiate my claim that Lancaster is
a generally conservative, transphobic area, I have used these party alignments.
Additionally, about 50% of Lancaster residents are affiliated with some organized
religion, and about one-third of Lancaster residents are either Evangelical Protestant or Roman
Catholic (“Lancaster”). Again, while religiosity does not necessarily mean transphobia, these
denominations have historically been outspoken in transphobic ways. For example, consider
Texas Senate Bill 17, which states:
A state agency that issues a license or otherwise regulates a business, occupation,
or profession may not adopt any rule, regulation, or policy or impose a penalty
that… burdens an applicant's or a license holder's free exercise of religion. (SB17)
hich the Texas Freedom Network claims “lets licensed professionals and the businesses they
operate use religion to treat gay and transgender Texans like outcasts and second-class citizens”
(Eubank and Goudeau 2019). The Texas ACLU notes that this bill does not grant any additional
religious freedom, but rather creates a “backdoor to discriminate” (Piñon). This legislation was
written by Republican State Senator Charles Perry, who is a Baptist deacon—an Evangelical
Protestant denomination (“The Texas State Senate”). While one can hope this is not the case, the
fact that there are numerous religious protections in place already makes this bill appear selfserving for someone in his position as a religious leader.
It is with these understandings of the conservativism and religiosity of Lancaster County
in mind that I approached the news that a transgender student was granted permission to use the
bathroom facilities of his choice at my alma mater during the 2018-2019 school year. I was
surprised but pleased to know that a student was not only brave enough to be out at Garden Spot,
but also that he was rightly demanding to be respected as much as his cisgender classmates, and
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that the administration had been respectful of these wishes and allowed him to use the bathroom
he felt most comfortable using. During my own time at Garden Spot, I was not aware of any
transgender students who were using the restrooms of their gender identity over that of their sex
assigned at birth. While I had friends who were out as trans at the time, these individuals
typically used the bathroom of their sex assigned at birth to avoid harassment.
While I am at present unsure whether the school made public their policy to allow this
transgender student to use the bathroom of his choice, or whether it made its way to the
community through students taking the news home to their families, in late January 2019, a
school board meeting was held to discuss this decision. Over 250 community members attended,
and the meeting saw a three-hour discussion of the student’s right to use the bathroom, including
two hours of community comments (Geli, “Outcry”). Alex Geli’s coverage of the meeting
includes quotes by community members from both sides of the discussion—it is thus important
to note that not all people involved were against the student’s right to use the bathroom of his
preference.
Ultimately, after this long meeting, the school board decided to create a four-person
committee to look for a solution to this divisive issue (Geli, “Outcry”). In April, this committee
decided on a multi-million-dollar renovation of all the gendered facilities in the district (three
elementary schools, one middle school, and one high school) in order to create single-use
facilities (Geli, “Single-user”). In the meantime, before beginning construction on the new
facilities, the policy changed, expecting students to use the bathrooms and locker rooms of their
assigned sex at birth, rather than their preferred bathroom as is (most) congruent with their
gender (Geli, “Single-user”). This requirement of students to change in an assigned-sex locker
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room or use an assigned-sex bathroom is a change to the previous policy, which had allowed
students to use the bathroom of their choice (Geli, “Outcry”).
Over the summer of 2019, school board meetings continued to see public investment in
the proposed renovations and policies, as floor plans were presented in June and finalized in
August, with construction set to begin in October 2019, with an anticipated finish of December
2020. No comments have been made by the school board regarding this issue since October, nor
was I able to find any articles about the renovation dated later than October in my research.
Methods
This research project began as a question interrogating gender socialization in classroom
settings, as an overarching question of Sherry Deckman’s course, Hidden Curriculum of Gender,
Sexuality, and Race. During the Spring 2019 course at the CUNY Graduate Center, I became
especially interested in gender’s influence on children in school settings: how are students taught
gender, and how are the hegemonic gender formations they are taught maintained? I chose to
examine my own high school through a lens of surveillance, interrogating the impact transgender
surveillance has had on the situation at Garden Spot. In the months following the course, I
continued my investigation of trans surveillance on a wider scale and looked for characteristics
in common between current research on transgender surveillance and the events unfolding at my
high school.
My location in New York City at the time of my research limited my interaction with
Garden Spot High School to information I could access online. As such, I chose to perform
discourse analyses (Gee 28) using school board meeting minutes, social media, and news reports.
All information regarding school board decisions come from school board or superintendent
statements, published on the school district website, or from local news sources.
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These three sites from which I pulled comments serve to demonstrate a range of distance
from the events themselves: those who attended the meetings being most directly affected by the
situation at Garden Spot, and Google results for the search phrases “Garden Spot transgender”
and “ELANCO transgender” being the most distantly affected. Analyzing separate sites allowed
me to triangulate data, and in this way find a more rounded and balanced view of the situation
(Altrichter et al. 102). For example, as I sourced several comments from social media, the risk
exists of these comments following a particular pattern or ideology, as I may have created a
virtual “echo chamber,” where everyone whose posts I see may have had similar ideas. Though I
do not believe this was the case in this situation, I sought the widest range of discourses that I
could find, pulling from as many sources as I could.
As I first learned about the situation at Garden Spot through social media, I started
piecing together what was going on from comments made on the Facebook post (Figure 1) I had
stumbled upon, even before beginning work on this project. Motivated by my curiosity and
wanting to know more, I dug into the resources at my disposal to find as many mentions of the
incidents occurring at Garden Spot as possible. This involved scouring the ELANCO school
district website for any updates made to policy or to keep parents and guardians aware of the
situation, reading school board meeting minutes from the 2018-2019 and 2019-2020 school
years, as well as looking in local news outlet, Lancaster Online, for news coverage. At this time
in my understanding of the situation, I had begun considering the impact of transgender
surveillance on this situation, and this project was born.
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Figure 1 - Facebook post linking a Lancaster Online article and describing the poster’s feelings on the article

I then began looking more in earnest for coverage of the situation from multiple
perspectives, not merely from those representing the district. Once I had exhausted all possible
sources from the school district website and from Lancaster Online, I branched out to other news
articles by Googling with the phrases given above. This led to several other news reports from
regional and state-wide news stations, as well as some independent blog-type posts made about
the conversation going on at Garden Spot. I also returned to social media to take note of the
concerns raised in the comments there. From these sources, I collected comments made by the
public and by school district officials for analysis.
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Upon gathering comments, I noted patterns in the discourses found in each site. People
commonly questioned issues of cost of the renovations, the risk of litigation, and the mental
wellbeing of all children involved, including the transgender student, as a few examples. Without
impressing preexisting theories upon the comments (Deckman 10), I sorted comments into
groups based on the major concern being raised. In these groups, patterns became apparent, and I
considered how these themes fit into a framework of surveillance. Noting themes of Privacy and
Minority vs. Majority, I looked to existing literature on surveillance and applied similar analyses
to the comments I found. In line with these analyses by other researchers, I wondered what
people are really talking about when they speak about these key ideas (privacy, minority vs.
majority.) Additionally, I wondered whether the concerns of those opposed to the school board’s
policy truly align with what they are saying—are they truly worried about, for example, the cost
of a renovation, or are these comments being used to disguise their own prejudices against
transgender people? By digging deep into these comments, I found evidence of transgender
surveillance at play, whether having been employed by the commenters consciously or
unconsciously.
In total, my analysis focused on comments from three local news articles by Alex Geli
covering the public school board meetings, official school board meeting minutes, two
independent opinion articles posted on news websites and their affiliated comments from other
site users, and two social media posts made by Facebook friends of mine. As the articles
contained abbreviated accounts of comments made by multiple people, it is impossible to
enumerate an exact number of comments analyzed. Still, whether the comments are distinct or
the amalgamation of thoughts by several people, their thematic focus had two clear trends:
Privacy and Minority vs. Majority.
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Findings
Through my research, I found comments running along the same themes of privacy and
minority vs. majority. I discuss here at length specific comments that were made with regard to
these themes as well as the indirect sentiments being expressed by these comments in their
context. I locate these comments each as helping to perpetuate transgender surveillance, and
elaborate on this framing in the Discussion.
Privacy
When discussing the possibility of having a transgender student using the bathroom of
their choosing, many people chose to reflect on feelings of privacy being invaded by this student,
or the need for privacy to be maintained for all students in general. One commenter at a school
board meeting noted that “at the end of the day, it’s our kids’ privacy, and that facilitates a good
learning environment,” making clear that privacy within bathroom and locker room settings are
an important part of the schooling experience. In an attempt to uphold this privacy, at the time of
the meetings, it was established that the boys’ locker room where the transgender student was
changing contained “private changing stalls” and an “alternative locker room” for those not
comfortable changing in proximity to the transgender student (Geli, “Outcry”). In later board
meeting discussions of the renovation to make single-user stalls and changing rooms, one person
noted that it would be worth the cost, as they found it “hard to put a price tag on someone’s
safety and privacy” (Geli, “Overhaul”). In total, the articles by Alex Geli covering the event as of
May 2019 mention the word “privacy” a total of 31 times between them; most of these usages
are in the phrase “student privacy.”
Interestingly, in this coverage, privacy is never given a concrete definition. Though
everyone is speaking about it, no one has come forward to define what exactly privacy may
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mean for a student using bathrooms and locker rooms in high school, nor whether the current
policies of open locker rooms and stalled bathrooms were the most private options possible.
From this lack of definition, and as the question of privacy had not been a hot-button issue until
the addition of a student’s transgender identity was brought into play, the question arises whether
“privacy” can mean anything more than sex segregation.
Indeed, the school’s comments on what privacy means for its students runs along those
lines. In board meeting minutes from May 2019 to October 2019, the decisions made regarding
bathroom and locker room usage—that multi-use facilities be separated by sex, but that these
facilities will eventually be replaced by single-use facilities—is referred to as the “student
privacy policy,” despite being officially known as Board Policy 253 (ELANCO). The
superintendent called the position one of “privacy for all,” being inclusive of students of “all
learners and their unique needs” (Hollister). In this policy, the school board notes that they “want
to preserve bodily privacy in spaces that exist to provide privacy from those with the opposite
anatomy” (ELANCO), which defines bathrooms and locker rooms as locations designed for sex
segregation, and defines this segregation as true privacy.
Minority Versus Majority
In the discussion of transgender student facility usage, particularly after the renovations
of all bathrooms and locker rooms into single-user facilities were first suggested and later
announced as policy, many people have expressed concern over changing the way things have
always been over the complaints of a small population. In looking more closely, the concerns
often seemed to position those complaining (in this case, the transgender student) against
everyone else (the rest of the student body). By polarizing these groups, commenters created an
“us-versus-them” or minority versus majority position.
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Prior to the beginning of this project, I saw discussion of these policies all over my
personal Facebook, including on a post one of my classmates made. For my own praxis, I have
chosen not to name these people, despite their willingness to speak publicly about the policy.
The following quotes are each from the comments on the specific post of the student I graduated
with. “Why do we continue to cater to the minority?” one student from my graduating class asks.
She questions, “So you want the entire district to bend over backwards to make one person feel
comfortable?” A parent from a student in a nearby school district thinks financially along the
same lines—“I don’t think any school district should have to go to this expense to accommodate
a small population.” More crudely, one commenter writes: “We have to kiss the asses of 1 or 2
people who are pansy asses!” These feelings were not unique to the Facebook post, however. As
Alex Geli reports, a father and son in the school district stated, respectively, “the entire student
body shouldn’t be ‘compromised’ over ‘a handful or two handfuls of students’” and “I don’t
think we should redefine basic biology to fit one’s gender choices” (“Outcry”). One final alum
on the Facebook post questions, “does the right of one transgender student hold more weight
than the rights of the other students who are not transgender?”
Additionally, articles written across the internet about this policy change has several
people wondering about the priorities of the district. Comments on a OneNewsNow article refer
to the transgender student at the center of this issue as being mentally ill, and that the “normal
and sane” population should not be “catering and kowtowing to” these changes. Instead, the
comments claim the money may be better spent on paying for teachers’ salaries, books, or other
renovations such as library and classroom changes (Haverluck). Others claim that the school
district is not focusing on “real priorities,” and that spending money to create a turf football field
or renovating the auditorium would better serve the general school population (Dickson).
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Not every comment making a divide between transgender and cisgender students were
necessarily dismissive of the experiences the transgender student was having, however. One
Garden Spot alum recalled his own time having been bullied for being gay while in school, and
noted, “It’s one person against all these people…I just feel for him so much” (Geli, “Outcry”).
Another community member, after learning of the school district’s plan to renovate all gendered
facilities into single-use, felt that “this is something that needs to happen for all students, not just
for those who identify as transgender” (Geli, “Overhaul”). In these examples, a divide is still
drawn between students who are transgender and those who are cisgender; though they are in
support of the student, he is still read as a deviation from the “normal,” or cisgender, student—a
minority voice calling out against the majority.
Discussion
“It’s Hard to Put a Price Tag on Someone’s Safety and Privacy.”
In this discussion of Garden Spot’s future facilities and similar discussions in other
locations, privacy becomes a major concern voiced by the public. Those close to the situation—
such as the students, faculty/staff, and school board of Garden Spot—and those in the public at
large (such as on online forums) seem to be nervous about how allowing a transgender student to
use a particular bathroom or locker room will impact the privacy of others. Parents view the
proximity of their cisgender child to a transgender child with different genitals from them as an
invasion of their cisgender child’s privacy. Students at Garden Spot choose to leave the room and
use “alternative locker rooms” rather than risk being around a transgender classmate. But what,
overall, is privacy? Does the demand for privacy ask for sex-segregation, above all other factors?
In other words, is the current arrangement of a sex-segregated bathroom and locker room the
most private scenario available to us?
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Having been a student at Garden Spot myself, I reflect on my time in middle and high
school gym classes and consider how private I felt within them. Aside from the discomfort of
being unathletic in an environment that favors the athletic, I cannot say it was a particularly
enjoyable experience. In grade school, I did not yet identify as transgender, but I did look
different from many of my classmates; I was fatter, I was not as ‘popular’ or conventionally
‘pretty’ as many of them. I remember the girls’ locker room as a location of body policing and
judgement; if you hadn’t shaved your legs or underarms recently enough, or if you wore the
wrong bra or the wrong shorts, or if you were just a little too jiggly in the wrong places, you
knew it. Many tried to shield themselves from outsider views of their body, but in an open
changing space, this was difficult. The showering situation was even worse: the open showering
area was visible to all others showering at the same time, with no stall divisions, as well as to
those not showering but changing in the locker room. If one wanted to rinse the sweat off before
changing into clean clothes, they were inevitably going to be exposed to a room full of their
peers unless a friend was available to guard them with a towel. Additionally, the gym teachers
had a shared office inside the locker room, so adults were able to walk in and out of the locker
room area at any time while minors may have been changing, showering, or otherwise exposed.
Certainly, I was not the only student to have difficulties in the locker room. When
hearing about this situation for the first time, I thought immediately about my classmates who are
transgender, whether they were out or not during high school. These were the students who
tended to seek out the smallest corners to change in, rather than stand out and have their bodies
exposed to their classmates’ view. These students continually broke the rules against changing in
the toilet stalls in order to maintain some control over the exposure of their body to their
classmates. Some students even refused to change clothes at all, and preferred a failing grade
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over the exposure. Is this system of insisting upon exposure at risk of punishment or failure
ensuring privacy for all students? I think too, about the theoretical (yet very real) gay teenager,
who is an easy target for bullying for his feminine stature, voice, or mannerisms, and I think of
the homophobia so often expressed by teenage boys as a way of proving their own budding
masculinities (see Pascoe Dude, You’re a Fag). Are these victimized students given proper
privacy? Having congruent genitals does not necessarily make all students in one area feel safe
and private.
Outside of gym class, the privacy around literally walking to the bathroom from the
classroom was minimal at best. As I suspect is the case in many schools, students at Garden Spot
were, in my day (though I expect it continues today), required to ask teacher permission before
being allowed to leave the classroom and use the restroom. Before stepping out, students also
needed to sign out with times and destinations and carry a hall pass through hallways equipped
with video cameras watching their every move. Is being policed around when one may use the
bathroom, or being tracked as one makes such a journey, private?
Moving outside of the school setting to public bathrooms at large, the violation of true
privacy continues. Despite sex segregation, does anyone in the United States truly feel private
and comfortable in bathroom stalls with cracks allowing anyone passing by to see in through the
hinges, under the stall, or over the stall into the space where one tries to do their business?
Paranoia about transgender bathroom invaders has created false stories of predators in public
restrooms, but toddlers climbing under bathroom stalls is a very real risk. Not only is the risk of
being seen a site of potential privacy invasion, but the experience of being heard relieving
oneself in a crowded restroom, or being smelled in vulnerable moments, make using public
restrooms a rather uncomfortable experience. In the reverse as well, the experiences of
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accidentally or incidentally seeing, hearing, and smelling someone else relieve themselves in a
public restroom does not feel particularly private, either. They are called public bathrooms, after
all.
Returning to Garden Spot, I think, too, of the student whose need to use the restroom
started a months-long, multi-million-dollar discussion about the bathrooms and locker rooms at
his school. Certainly, his name has been redacted from any coverage of these policies. But does
that mean that students do not know who he is? If, as in the original plan, other students are
meant to avoid him by using the provided “alternative locker rooms,” then certainly his
classmates must know who he is. How private has this student been allowed to feel, when his
very existence, his right to pee at school, has been surveilled and debated this way? Does he feel
comfortable, secure, safe, and private, knowing that people will hate him for indirectly costing
the district millions of dollars (a renovation which he has never been noted to have advocated
for)? What of this student’s privacy?
“Why Do We Continue to Cater to the Minority?”
In the case of Garden Spot High School, the choice to renovate all gendered facilities into
single-use equivalences was made by a committee of four school board members, and then
agreed upon by the full board of nine people. As far as I am aware, the transgender student
whose need to use the facilities sparked this discussion only had the request to be allowed to use
the men’s facilities like any other man in his classes, not that the entire district be made over.
Still, the theme of ‘favoring the minority’ arose several times across the platforms from which I
pulled my comments. The transgender student himself did not (as far as has been reported) ask
for renovations, nor any other special treatment. However, the problem has been framed by
opponents as an us-versus-them issue, or a minority-versus-minority issue. The minority is
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shown as having a unique, perhaps petty issue that requires change from everyone else, even
though no one else was bothered by the problem. This creates resentment from the majority, who
believes their time and money has been wasted on insignificant problems from insignificant
portions of the population. If the transgender student had simply stopped fighting and given into
the cisnormative ways of being—had given into pressures of surveillance that these groups had
placed on him, surely everyone could have moved on without issue, right?
Similarly, in raising concerns about bathroom privacy, the transgender population has
been made out as desiring special treatment and specialized resources, rather than advocating the
use of resources for things that will benefit the wider population. In comments I found, those
opposed to the bathroom/locker room renovations claimed the money would be better used on
the library, auditorium, or athletic facilities. Ignoring that these three locations went through
major renovations within the last decade (Crabtree, Rohrbaugh and Associates), the presumption
that these sites are more “universal” than bathrooms and locker rooms falls flat, and only serves
to moralize to those already opposed to the planned bathroom/locker room renovations. Often,
too, the universality of renovations is a non-issue. In 2008, the same local news source which
covered the school board meetings on the transgender issue published an article about the ‘Life
Skills’ classroom (Garden Spot’s overarching name for ‘special education’ classes, or classes for
students with disabilities which present a need for additional resources to support their learning)
getting renovations to include a new kitchen (“Life Skills”). This renovation seemingly went
unnoticed: the article has no comments on it, and no hours-long school board meetings were
held, though this renovation only benefitted a portion of Garden Spot’s students. My intention is
certainly not to diminish efforts made to improve the academic opportunities for this subset of
students, but rather to note the hypocrisy at play. The ‘majority’ population who opposes the
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renovation of the bathrooms uses universality as a way to justify prejudice against the minority
population. In believing that only a small subset of the student body (that is, transgender
students) will benefit from single-use bathrooms, those opposed feel they are not benefitting, and
find this to be exclusionary. Once again, while the universal application of these renovations is
not what makes them valuable, it is worth noting that indeed every student, trans or cis, who uses
the bathrooms and locker rooms will benefit from the changes.
American culture at large functions as an individualistic culture (Alleyne). This means
that, generally, Americans are more likely to value themselves as an independent person, rather
than a member of a group. Looking through this lens, how can this minority vs. majority concern
function? Surely, in an American culture, the individual demanding an increase in rights should
be celebrated for their boldness. However, another feature of individualistic culture, researchers
have found, is the struggle to consider another’s point of view (Harms). Individualism, faced
with the situation of transgender students looking for comfort around bathroom and locker room
usage, causes cisgender onlookers to struggle to understand why change would be necessary, as
the issue of discomfort does not impact them directly in the same ways as it does a transgender
person.
Conclusion and Looking Forward
Regardless of who did or did not want gendered facility renovation, it is the reality at
Garden Spot High School now, or will be when the renovations finish in December 2020. With
ground having been broken on the renovations, discussion and debate about this subject has
mostly died off, but the implications of the debate and the resultant renovations linger still. Why
was there such a heated debate at all? Why did a solution that would theoretically help all
students (or at least, those who suffer the problems of “privacy” as described above) offend the
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population of the Garden Spot area—as well as some outside of the area addressing the issue
through the internet—so greatly? Are the demands for a safe and comfortable place to be at one’s
most vulnerable so outlandish when spoken from the mouths of trans people that cis people
forget how terrible public bathrooms and locker rooms can be? Have these people forgotten the
concerns they themselves have about public bathrooms—such as being seen, smelled or heard;
having their children be kidnapped or assaulted; or being in the same space as a transgender
person, as a few examples—would similarly be solved by these single-use facilities?
On a deeper level, I see this discussion around transgender facility usage and its impact
on privacy and catering to the minority as more telling about how those in privileged positions
view equality. Creating spaces where all people—no matter their gender or body—can feel
comfortable appears somewhat radical if one has always had the privilege of comfort in public
spaces. A change made to solve an invisible problem feels wasteful. In this sense, I posit that
normative conceptions of privacy, particularly regarding bathrooms and locker rooms, are a
cisgender and heterosexual privilege. The straight cis folks who tend to dominate spaces and
discussions like these may view equal treatment—single use facilities being the genderless
equalizer—as taking something from them. If the old system worked for them, a change to that
system feels like something is being stolen from them, rather than replaced with something that
serves a larger community. There can be no power imbalance if there is only one person in a
private changing stall or bathroom. Privacy need not be a zero-sum game of some people
comfortable and others uncomfortable.
Within the field of disability studies, the concept of Universal Design (coined by Ronald
L. Mace) refers to the design of buildings and products as to be accessible to all people,
regardless of age, disability, or other factors that may limit accessibility within other locations.
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One example of this design in action is the implementation of automatic doors; while these doors
are especially useful for people with disabilities which cause them to be unable to open a
traditional door themselves, the automatic doors also benefit able bodied people without these
same restrictions, making their usage a universal benefit, not only to the disabled population. In
the case of Garden Spot, one could argue that Universal Design is at play in making single use
bathrooms the norm. Not only will transgender or nonbinary students benefit from these nongendered facilities, but every student will. Students with disabilities who need help to change
clothes or use the bathroom will be more easily able to do so without concern if the person
helping them is of a different gender. Students who are insecure about their appearance and do
not want to change in front of others at the risk of being judged or bullied will feel more
comfortable. Students who simply want a place to relieve themselves without everyone in
proximity hearing or smelling them doing so will benefit. Those who expressed concern over the
priorities of the school spending money on bathrooms rather than other facilities were, in some
ways, on to something, though it was with flawed reasoning. They located those spaces as
universally beneficial, rather than focusing resources on what they viewed as a small population.
While the initial concern about bathrooms was brought to attention at Garden Spot by perhaps a
“minority” group, the benefit of this “universal design” enables all students to experience a truer
version of privacy when they are changing or relieving themselves.
It is because of transgender surveillance that this question had to arise at all. Were this
original student not subject to suspicion of being a pervert or criminal by merit of his transgender
status, he would have been able to go about his business with little issue. However, the belief that
he is a threat enabled others to make him into a spectacle—the transgender boy who wants to
change everything our school knows as private. His need for a space to relieve himself and to
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change clothes for gym class created a district-wide debate around his existence, which has
further opened him up for ridicule and policing from all over the community, by his classmates
who know him and adult strangers who do not. If the student was not transgender, his gender
would not have been surveilled in the same way, and there would have been no question as to
where he belonged. Furthermore, if he had been cis, his privacy would not have been invaded by
the hundreds of people debating his right to pee—as he is transgender, a district-wide debate
arose about his bathroom usage. This student’s privacy is not considered, because having privacy
at all is a cisgender privilege the transgender student was not allowed. By calling out the
transgender student’s bathroom usage, his cisgender classmates’ privacy is valued over his.
Because his gender does not align with his sex assigned at birth, this student is subject to higher
levels of surveillance within his school, especially around his usage of bathrooms and locker
rooms. It is not because of his record as a criminal or pervert or anything else he has ever done; it
is his status as a transgender person alone that leaves him in this position.
Having been a state away and six years removed from my time at Garden Spot, my
conclusions must rely on my own sense of the world, my remembered experience from my time
in high school, and coverage of the event available on the internet. I do not know the identity of
the transgender student at my alma mater who is struggling through the debate of his existence.
Yet in many ways, I know him. I have seen him in my transgender friends looking between two
binary bathrooms and being unsure which will be safest for them. I have seen him in my friend
who was assaulted and arrested for trying to use the “wrong” bathroom in the eyes of a cis
person. I have seen him in A. Finn Enke’s struggle choosing which binary bathroom to use when
hir department moved away from having a single-use facility. I have seen this student in my own
comfort in a genderless, single-use restroom where I can feel wholly my transgender, nonbinary
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self without fear of who might be debating my existence. These people may be a small
population, but our right to privacy is as great as anyone else’s. Trans people themselves may not
have asked for these single-use facilities to be built at Garden Spot, but they will benefit from the
privacy they provide—and their cisgender classmates will, too.
Looking towards a later iteration of this project, a large portion of my research will be
focused on gathering comments directly, rather than relying on internet archives and social
media as my sole sites of discourse. Additionally, as the process of converting to single-use stalls
is currently in progress, I am certain time will continue to see more discourses around student
facility usage. I look forward to the opportunity to engage more deeply with this situation and the
people involved in it, as well as examining whether the solution truly enables Garden Spot to
move beyond a system of transgender surveillance, instead enabling all students to be equally
valued learners in the school community. In any school setting, freeing transgender students
from unnecessary surveillance around their gender allows for these students’ privacy to be
validated as just as valuable as their cisgender peers’, ensuring as close to a true privacy for all
students as is possible in such an institution. Time will tell whether Garden Spot’s single use
facilities enables students, cis and trans alike, to feel comfortable, safe, and private within them.
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APPENDIX

Figure 2 - Comments on the Facebook post (Figure 1)
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Figure 3 - Comments on the Facebook post (Figure 1)
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Figure 4 - Comments on the Facebook post (Figure 1)
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